Dorjee Tshering Lepcha rises with the sun each morning. He walks out of his living room into the crisp early air and enters a small prayer room. The room is sparsely decorated, an altar on one side and a cushion and small stool on the other. The altar is modestly adorned with leaves, flowers and fruit. Dorjee sits cross-legged on the floor, the cushion softening the impact of the cold concrete, and places the manuscript for a Lepcha prayer on a small stool in front of him. To his side, he rests a bamboo flute.
I meet Dorjee on a visit to the East Indian Himalaya, where I have come to record the folk stories of the Lepchas, the majority who live in Kalimpong, Darjeeling and Sikkim.
Working with the Lepchas, learning their traditional and contemporary stories, I hope to learn how social change has impacted on Lepcha society and whether the passing of old stories to new generations, helps them connect with their indigenous culture. I was first approached to write the stories by a Lepcha man living in Sydney. A Christian from Kalimpong in West Bengal, he did not speak his mother tongue. However as he passed through middle-age he contemplated the stories his mother and older relatives had told him in his youth and was concerned that the stories would die when the elders passed away as his family had not documented these narratives. As a writer I was interested in exploring new narratives and as a frequent visitor to the Himalayan region and recent visitor to the Indian north-east, I was intrigued that I had not previously heard or read anything of the Lepcha tribe who are the indigenous people of that region. 3 In order to meet the Lepchas who live closest to a traditional life, one must travel to the Dzongu, the Lepcha Reservation in remote North Sikkim, where they currently live a quiet life as cardamom farmers. However the cardamom harvest has diminished in the past four to five years and change is coming to the Dzongu, forced in part by the change in economic circumstances brought by the loss of the cardamom cash crop, 4 but also by the advanced schooling of the current generation of Lepchas, who describe themselves as 'the first educated generation' and have different aspirations than their parents. This younger generation face a choice: a future outside Dzongu working in Sikkim in government jobs or self-created businesses, or return to Dzongu after their schooling 5 and create a new economic future there by working the land differently to their parents. 3 The Lepchas are legally recognized as Indigenous in India through the Government's listing of their people as a 'Scheduled Tribe.' They were recently recognised as having 'primitive tribe' status.
4 Dawa Lepcha, who owns a farm in Lingdong in Dzongu advised that no one knows why the cardamom crop is diminishing including the Sikkim Department of Agriculture which has been investigating the issue. 5 Most of the young Lepchas I met living in Gangtok who described themselves as the 'first educated generation' were awarded scholarships to the Tashi Namgyal Academy (TNA) which is considered the best school in Sikkim. Many then undertook further studies at North Bengal University in Siliguri, or at universities or colleges in major Indian cities such as Kolkata or Delhi. Lepchas who study at TNA leave the Dzongu and live in hostels, visiting home during festivals and holidays.
Lepchas everywhere consider the Dzongu to be their holy land and that their race was created in Dzongu by Mother Nature and that Mount Kanchenjunga is their mother mountain. 6 The Lepchas belief that the Dzongu is sacred is not wholly related to religion for Lepchas are Buddhist, Christian and to a lesser extent Hindu. The belief predates the colonialisation of the Lepchas and relates to their traditional culture which they describe as nature-worship and which they practiced before taking up the religion of others.
The Lepchas in the Dzongu (and elsewhere in Sikkim) are mainly Buddhist; however their traditional nature worship rituals and beliefs sit comfortably alongside the Buddhist doctrine they have followed since the Bhutias arrived from Tibet with Buddhism in the 13 th century. They consider that nature's gifts give them life in the form of food, medicine and prayer and many of their festivals and prayers pay homage to nature.
I have travelled to North-east India -to Lepcha Land -several times to record Lepcha narratives. My methodology is to seek out meetings with elders and ask if I can record old stories. I am accompanied by young English speaking Lepchas who interpret for me.
The interpreters, who are nearly always related to the story-tellers, are often hearing the old stories for the first time.
My references, when I started recording the stories, were studies done by European anthropologists and explorers in the earlier part of the last century (Gorer: 1938 , Morris: 1938 , Siiger: 1967 who included Lepcha folk stories in their work, plus the memoirs of British Colonial commentators (Hooker: 1854 , Mainwaring: 1876 , White: 1909 . In the process of seeking out the old stories I am now hearing, through the young Lepcha interpreters, a contemporary story has emerged of an imminent threat to the Lepchas' landscape that will be devastating to their language and culture: the construction of six mega-hydro electric projects in the Dzongu Lepcha Reserve in North Sikkim.
6 " The first and the foremost primogenitors of the Lepchas, Fodongthing and Nazaongnyo were created by God from the pure, is not the exotic that brings me back, rather it is the knowledge I learn from being with a group of people which is undergoing change brought by economic imperative, education and globalisation; and the strength I gain from the relationships formed with those who are courageously navigating -and at this time opposing -change to their culture and identity.
It is this contemporary story that I examine in this paper, the story of how modernity and in particular, large-scale development in the form of mega-hydro electric projects 19 , Stop mega Hydro Electric Project' but despite the strong message, the empty room appears to signal a lack of support for the activists. I was invited to the meeting by a committee member of ACT who I had met while organising a visit to Dzongu to record folk stories. He had not known any of the stories but had arranged for me to visit his village with his sister to meet elders. While I was there I had heard that some Dzongu landowners had been promised money in return for their land and for supporting the development of the power projects and as such, were not supporting ACT in the numbers they need to have a strong community voice. I worry that this small group might be it; that the audience may outnumber the organisers, and that I will be witness to a downturn in the social movement that needs so much support. For some time little happens, a few people dribble upstairs but don't bother to take a seat as there are hundreds of chairs available and little else happening.
Photo 2: ACT meeting banner
Someone leaning against the window calls out and we rush over. The mood instantly changes and a soft breeze of confidence replaces the down-at-heart air that preceded it.
19 Article 371F of the Indian Constitution allows for special provisions with respect to the State of Sikkim including that the privileges of the Lepcha-Bhutia groups are assured as minorities, that their rights and interest will be protected and that the Government of Sikkim make provision for the number of seats in the Legislative Assembly of the State of Sikkim for them and that the Government of Sikkim shall have special responsibility for peace and for an equitable arrangement for ensuring the social and economic advancement of different sections of the population of Sikkim and in the discharge of his special responsibility under this clause, When the meeting breaks for lunch the ACT committee members make their way to the office of the Chief Minister. They are determined to get the outcome they want and they return an hour and a half later with the news that the Chief Minister has met them and agreed to review the Dzongu hydel projects. According to newspaper reports the following day, the Chief Minister offered to review 'every aspect' of North Sikkim hydel projects and also expressed 'deep concern' for the people of North Sikkim…that culture, tradition and identity would never be compromised for the sake of economic development alone. 
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The town of Mangan, the self-described 'Large Cardamom Capital of the World', is the district headquarters of North Sikkim. At an altitude of 3950 ft, it is the gateway to the most popular tourist destinations of Sikkim, including the Yumthang Valley and the sacred Gurudongmar Lake. The activists were questioned and let go, but the protest signaled a change in the profile of the ACT and a growing momentum for their cause.
Photo 3: Graffiti protesting the hydels in Dzongu
Affected Citizens of Teesta (ACT) was formed in 2003 and has held awareness meetings and protests since to stop the irreversible damage that will be done to the biodiversity, environment, and demography of North Sikkim. The ACT is at pains to point out that they are not anti-development but anti mega development. "We welcome the micro-hydro power project instead of this mega-hydro power project as it has less affect on the environment," says committee member, Sherap Lepcha. "Our idea is -whatever comes -local people should be given first preference and local people should get benefits. The micro-hydro power project is very small so the local people will get employment, [there will be] less destruction and less environmental impact…we have no problem with that. But this mega-hydro power project has a lot of impact on the environment."
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…………………………..
The government argues that the large projects are justified as they will bring power for India and economic benefits to Sikkim, including employment for Sikkimese however the activists argue that the cost is too high. "…The projects involve diverting up to 85-90 percent of the river flow in the lean season through long tunnels before the water is dropped downstream. Not only will this destroy the riverine ecology but a cascade of projects will mean the Teesta is in full flow only in brief stretches between the two hydel projects," says Pemzang Tenzing, a civil engineer and ACT member.
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There are other issues with the proposed dam sites. The Lepchas were once alone in Mayel Lyang for so long many people say they were there from the beginning of time. But then, about six or seven hundred years ago, strangers arrived.
First, the Tibetans came and brought Buddhism and sovereignty. Then the English arrived with commerce and Christianity.
Then, the Nepalese flowed across the border to work in the tea-gardens built by the English and the Indians moved up to the mountains to escape the hot, dry plains.
Men from Britain and Europe started climbing the peaks, stepping on their mountain deity, Kanchenjunga, leaving the imprint of their climbing shoes and their conquest over her surface.
And one day, the Lepchas came out of the forest and realised they were the smallest tribe in the land. 30 I heard this on a few occasions from Lepchas when they described ancient Mayel Lyang (Dzongu).
There is also a reference in the report (Priestess) will take the soul through Teesta River and when it arrives at the confluence of Teesta and Rangyong it will follow Rangyong, the holiest river of the Lepchas which flows in the middle of Dzongu. The Mun takes the soul through the back of the river Rangyong and tells the soul you are dead and you must recognise it for the soul will always say I am not dead, I am still alive. The Mun will then say 'you are dead, step on the sand of Rangyong River and tell me if you see your step.' The answer is no, 32 Lepchas in the Darjeeling district (including Kalimpong) also observe the same Lepcha festivals as those in Sikkim. There is also a large Lepcha population in the Darjeeling district who follow Christianity. 33 The Mun is a powerful Lepcha Priestess, also known as a shaman, who conducts many rituals, including a ritual to ensure the soul of a deceased person has a clear path back to the Dzongu where the Lepcha race was created. was observed that the local communities Lepchas in particular, fear influx of outsiders.
The Lepchas who have long been reduced to a minority in their land fear that the influx of project workers from outside the state will push them further and make them marginalised in their homeland. A section of the community opines that the project will be problematic for them as it touches the Lepcha reserve of Dzongu in North Sikkim… local people are somewhat skeptical about the proposed project…however the people are to some extent ready to accept the proposed project provided certain conditions are met.'
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The recommendations for Stage IV (inside the Dzongu) however, were quite different. Unlike tribals elsewhere whose land has been appropriated for hydro development, the Lepchas are not facing mass displacement as the Dzongu is sparsely populated, the land required for the hydels is not the entire Dzongu and the land acquisition is voluntary.
Opponents of the development claim that landowners have been tricked into selling their land. "They made us sign documents which we did not know were for selling our lands," said Passang Lepcha, a landowner from Sakyong. 37 However other landowners say they sold their land willingly. At a meeting of 300 Dzongu residents at Namprikdang in the Dzongu (8 Jul 07), landowners 'stressed that none of them had been forced into parting with their lands and added that even they were concerned about the environment and culture and had ensured adequate safeguards to protect them. This region has a number of glacial lakes in the higher reaches. These are considered holy lakes by the Sikkimese. The Rathong Chu is said to have its source in nine holy lakes at the higher elevations, close to the mountain peaks. The river in the Yoksum region itself is considered to have 109 hidden lakes. These visible and less obvious notional lakes identified by religious visionaries are said to have presiding deities, representing both good and evil. Propitiating these deities through various religious ceremonies is considered important for the welfare of the Sikkimese people.
The Bum Chu ritual, considered holiest of all festivals, is held annually at Tashiding.
The Rathong Chu is said to turn white and start singing, and this is the water to be collected at the point where the Rathong Chu meets the Ringnya Chu. Attracting 
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After their success in stopping the damming of the Rathong-Chu, the CSS persuaded the government to stop issuing permits for mountaineering teams to climb Mount
Kanchenjunga. An Austrian team had come to Sikkim in April 2000 and paid the Sikkim Home Department US$20,000 for a climbing permit for Mount Kanchenjunga.
When the CSS learned this they wrote to sponsors of the expedition asking that they withdraw their support for the climb. 'Perhaps you did not know that Kanchenjunga is our National religious treasure the place where our protecting deities reside. To us, the mountain itself is a shrine and just as you would not climb on a statue of Jesus or Buddha or leave oxygen canisters or trash in its lap we do not believe in trampling on Kanchenjunga…it seems our state government has disregarded the sentiments of our people and sold the purity of our religious treasure for $20,000…there are many mountains to climb that are not sacred, but our Kanchenjunga is not one of them.'
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Photo 6: Kanchenjunga range seen from Dzongu Lepcha Reserve
The Austrian mountaineers were not allowed to unfurl their flag atop Kanchenjunga and agreed a compromise with the Government of Sikkim. 'They will do the symbolic honours 10 metres short of the 8,586 metres peak because of restrictions by the Sikkim government to maintain its "sacred" status.' 52 This compromise was not acceptable to the CSS and they continued their campaign to stop the expedition from starting. Even though they were unsuccessful, when the climbers reached advanced base camp, they were unable to proceed due to bad weather. "We had never seen anything like it in 51 Email send 18 April 2000 to funworld (expedition sponsor) by Concerned Citizens of Sikkim Sikkim," Pema Namgyal from CSS recalls. "At 1.30 in the afternoon we had to turn on the lights. It was pitch black outside and people had to drive with their car lights on.
The weather was so bad that they couldn't climb our mountain." I ask him if they had done pujas asking for bad weather but he rejects this. "We did pujas asking our mountain deity to forgive the climbers for intruding on her. We were warning her that they were coming to walk all over her."
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The climbers tried to get a helicopter to take them above the storm further up the mountain but it was unable to land. They had to abandon their climb and soon after, the government placed a ban on expeditions to Mount Kanchenjunga and seven other sacred peaks. 'It is a gesture of respect for the religious sensitivities of the people who regard the mountain as a deity,' Sikkim's former chief minister, BB Goorong, said. is also a fact that considering that the simple and god fearing Lepchas can easily be carried away by the material temptations, the vested interests may use ulterior motives to achieve this at the cost of the poor and innocent Lepchas'.
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The public face of the activists has been dominated by the Lepcha youth -the boys in jeans -who were prominent and vocal at the BL House meeting, however these young, Our religion based on nature will be destroyed by the advent of such a large project. Our delicate social, cultural and historical fabric will be destroyed by the advent of such a project. The delicate ecosystem of the valley will also be destroyed. year old Tenzing Lepcha (who was on hunger strike for 63 days), tells me 'We have gained knowledge of our culture and it is important because right now, as far as I know, most of the youth of our age don't concentrate on their culture at all. It's a very important thing which we should keep in mind and we should preserve. If we know it
[culture] then we can pass on these things to coming generations.'
"Before this movement I grew up here and I studied here [Gangtok] but I didn't get a chance to study my language. I know how to speak but I don't know how to write because there were no Lepcha language classes in our school (Tashi Namgyal Academy), so right now I am learning and I want to learn as much as I can so that tomorrow I can tell my brothers and sisters, even our children in coming days, how to has left his job in Kolkata where he worked as a lawyer to work for ACT. We meet a hunter and a story-teller and record their stories about hunting and wedding rituals.
Pema, like Tenzing is also hearing the stories for the first time and we joke that by working together we are conducting 'non-traditional passing down of stories.'
These Lepcha youth are the men in jeans who I first met at the rally a year earlier. The first educated generation who, faced with the prospect of losing their land, are determined to keep not just their land but the traditions that go with it. They have always thought of Dzongu as their holy place but now they are excavating their narratives to learn why it is sacred. They have always described themselves as natureworshippers but they are now learning the traditions behind living as natureworshippers.
